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THE EARLY HUMANISTS OF
ELSASS.
|S the fifteenth century was drawing
to a close we may trace in Elsass a
'product of the Renaissance which
p deserves some notice owing to its dis-
, tinctive features, differing from the
manifestations of the new learning in Italy, and
even from its offshoots in Nuremberg and Augs-
burg. For the cult of paganism has no part in
the movement in Elsass, and although stirred by
the new enthusiasm for classical scholarship, and
believing in the enlightening powers of sound
learning, the disciples of the Renaissance in Strass-
burg and Schlettstadt had no thought of revolt
against constituted authority; they still held to
the ideals of Church and Empire, desiring to
purge the Church of the abuses which they
exposed, but ready to wield their pens in her
defence whenever a reformer should carry his zeal
too far. There are episodes, in fact, as in the case
of their ungenerous onslaught on the fallen Arch-
bishop of Carniola, when the humanists of Elsass
showed all the intolerance of the Middle Ages.
The seed-plot of this movement was the school
established at Schlettstadt, modelled on the more
famous school of the Brethren of the Common
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364 T H E EARLY HUMANISTS
Life by its first rector, Ludwig Dringenberg, a
Westphalian, who had been a pupil at Deventer.
Dringenberg was not himself a profound scholar,
but schools of any kind were rare at this period,
and Dringenberg's course of instruction, in spite
of his own faulty latinity, was superior to that of
any of the ecclesiastical seminaries of the neigh-
bouring towns. His old pupils, many of whom
advanced far beyond him in scholarship, looked
back to their school days at Schlettstadt as the
starting point in their careers.
Chief among these Alsatian scholars was Jakob
Wimpheling, descended from a substantial yeoman
family, and destined on account of his delicate
health for the Church. His life, 145010 1528,
was a long one according to the reckoning of those
days, and he lived on into the storms of the period
of the Reformation, to which this movement in
Elsass is, properly speaking, anterior. He was
closely associated with Sebastian Brant, best known
as the author of the c NarrenschifF,' and the arrival
of these two men in Strassburg may be taken as
the beginning of the literary activity there,
although the new learning had already been intro-
duced by their friend, Peter Schott, who had
studied in Paris and in Italy, and had returned to
his native city full of enthusiasm for a purer Latin
and a more liberal kind of learning. But Schott,
the son of a wealthy patrician, was essentially a
man of leisure with scholarly tastes rather than an
innovator and a leader. He left behind him the
memory of a gentle and amiable student, whose
attainments were probably exaggerated by his
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friends, Wimpheling among them, who mourned
his early death at the age of thirty-two. His
relations with his family give us a pleasant picture
of a cultured and affectionate home-life, and his
blameless and kindly character is in pleasing
contrast to the loose morals and corruption which
the satirists of the time have described to us, and
to the rather bitter and irritable dispositions of
many contemporary scholars and writers. He
was not lacking, however, in earnestness of purpose
or in zeal as a cleric. Under the influence of
Geiler of Kaisersberg, the Strassburg Savonarola,
he had deserted the profession of the law, for
which he was destined by his very affectionate
father, the patriotic and public-spirited 'Ammeistcr'
of Strassburg, and was presented to a canonry.
Following Geilcr's example, he had been outspoken
in condemning some of the abuses of the Church,
and had himself introduced some excellent reforms
at Strassburg, being nevertheless untouched by any
heretical ideas of change and strictly orthodox in
his views.
Schott's letters to his friends, written in Latin,
together with some verses and rhetorical efforts,
were collected and published after his death, with
a commendatory introduction by Wimpheling,
under the title, ' Petri Schotti Lucubraciunculae.'
The letters are of value for the information con-
tained in them, for Schott corresponded with many
of the principal scholars of his time. The * Lucu-
braciunculae ' have been largely drawn upon by
Charles Schmidt in his two substantial volumes,
' Histoire Littcraire de l'Alsace a la fin du XV. et
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366 THE EARLY HUMANISTS
au commencement du XVI. siecle,' to which work
I must acknowledge my indebtedness in compiling
this little paper.
Although, like Schott, an Alsatian by birth,
Wimpheling's earlier years were spent away from
his native province. It was at the university of
Erfurt in 1469 that he first encountered the new
humanism, and it is characteristic of this northern
type of humanism that its influence was accom-
panied, in Wimpheling's case, not by a spirit of
levity, casting aside the old religious ties in the
zest for the new joys of living, but by a resolve to
cease from the careless life which he had been
leading as a student at Freiburg in Breisgau, and
to live with the words before him: ' noli peccare,
deus videt.' Henceforward and to the end of his
life Wimpheling was a man of serious mind. Not
very long afterwards he took orders.
Circumstances led to his continuing his studies
at Heidelberg, not at that time an inspiring place
of study, if we may believe Wimpheling's account
of it, for the battle of Nominalist and Realist was
still raging there. He turned to canon law, but
increasing seriousness made him leave this for
theology, though he continued to study classical
poetry at the same time. His essays in Latin poetry
resulted in his becoming secretary to the Elector
Frederick I. of the Palatinate, and under his suc-
cessor, Philip, he became rector of the university.
He endeavoured to instil something of the love
of classical learning into the students, instituting
exercises in the form of dialogues, after the manner
of his old master Dringenberg at Schlettstadt; and
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while presiding, according to the quaint custom of
those days, at the facetious debates of the students,
he took advantage of these frivolous occasions to
point a moral, probably quite unexpected, and to
warn the students against indulgence in the tempta-
tions which surrounded them.
. Through the persuasion or one of his friends,
Wimpheling applied for and obtained the vacant
post of preacher in the Cathedral at Speyer, being
induced to take the post by the consideration that
he would gain some practical experience which
would be of use to him later in expounding theology
in the university.
While at Speyer he published an edition of the
* De rcstitutione Usurarum' of Franciscus de Platea,
with a prefatory letter from himself to the printer,
directed against the ill-doings of princes and
prelates, of dishonest traders and corrupt lawyers,
of venal confessors and the mendicant friars and
the ' collectors' of the convents, who were guilty
of every kind of fraud.
These complaints were repeated by Wimpheling
in his subsequent works; but while declaiming
against the ill-deeds of the clergy he was aftive in
defence of their privileges, addressing an appeal to
the Pope and publishing a denunciation or those
lords who took advantage of the disorders of the
Empire to plunder the goods of the ecclesiastics.
We have here no revolutionary; Wimpheling
would purify the Church, but would maintain all its
powers and privileges, and not only its privileges,
but also its dodtrines. In his poetical contest
with Gaguin we notice the beginnings of that
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enthusiasm for the Empire and the German race
which afterwards embroiled him rather unfortu-
nately. But he is at one with the Frenchman in
defending against the Dominicans the 'triple purity'
of the Virgin, always an article of faith in Elsass.
Wimpheling had returned to Heidelberg when
his friend Christoph von Utenheim, canon of Basel,
reminded him of an old promise to retire to a
hermit'6 life in the Black Forest with Geiler of
Kaisersberg. It was an idea which had attracted
Peter Schott and his friend Bohuslaw von Lobko-
witz some years before, but now again the project
came to nothing.
Utenheim was elected Bishop of Basel, and
Wimpheling, who had been staying with Geiler
while waiting for the conclusion of the arrange-
ments for the hermitage, decided to remain in
Strassburg, probably being influenced by the arrival
of Sebastian Brant. Henceforth he takes his place
with Brant in the literary circle in Strassburg, of
which several "members of the different Chapters
were the intelligent patrons.
About the same time there arrived in Strassburg,
after a ten years' sojourn in Italy, the young
Thomas Wolf, nephew of the elder Thomas Wolf,
the intimate friend of Peter Schott, and himself a
lover of letters and the arts.
This Thomas Wolf is one of the most prominent
and certainly one of the most attractive of Wimphel-
ing's circle. He belonged to a family of wealth
and position, and being left an orphan his education
was entrusted to his uncle just mentioned. Like
Wimphcling before him, young Wolf imbibed the
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first draught of the Renaissance at Erfurt. Thence
he was sent to Bologna, where he associated with
the choicest spirits there, both German and Italian,
being especially influenced by Beroaldo, the pro-
fessor of Latin. In due course he took his degree
as doctor of canon law. In addition to his other
studies he turned his attention to theology, attend-
ing the le&urcs of Bossio of Padua; for, true to his
German upbringing, he preserved during these
long years in Italy the same seriousness that we
have noted in those who afterwards became his
friends when he returned home. Giovanni Fran-
cesco Pico della Mirandola was one of his Italian
friends, and he went to Mantua to see Spagnuoli
(Baptista Mantuanus), renowned for his Christian
muse.
He was shocked by the scandals which he
witnessed at Rome, and wrote of them to Mutianus
Rufus. He was loyal to the Church, but saddened
and perplexed by what he saw.
This disillusioning did not quench his zeal for
antiquity. He had been drawn to archaeology for
some time, and at Rome he worked hard, studying
monuments and copying inscriptions. When he
returned to Stfassburg he was laden with books
and copies of manuscripts and a large collection of
inscriptions. Besides the inscriptions which had
been copied by himself or his friends, he transcribed
a large part of a collection made by an Italian in
different countries that Wolf had not visited, as
far afield as Spain and Byzantium. The collection
has been handed down to us in a copy made shortly
after Wolfs death. It is without any attempt at
II. B B
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order or arrangement. Probably Wolfs early
death—he died at the age of thirty-four—prevented
his undertaking some kind of classification, for he
was not without the critical faculty, and we have
notes of the emendations which he suggested for
doubtful texts.
In Strassburg Wolf led the pleasant life of a man
of scholarly tastes and great social gifts, combined
with easy circumstances improved by his presenta-
tion to two prebends.
His own literary productions are not of much
permanent value. He brought home with him
from Italy some dialogues which he had composed;
he contributed his share of the prefaces and com-
mendatory notices which were in fashion, and he
took some part in the inky warfare of the time.
It was his ambition to be a patron of men of
letters, and he was full of enthusiasm for the
classics. He was a general favourite with his
circle in Strassburg, and was associated with
scholars all over Germany and Italy, who admired
his learning, his pleasant manner, and his charm
as a talker. One feels that Wolf in his short life
had tasted the higher pleasures to the full, and one
might put forward this gifted scholar, combining
the culture of Italy with the earnestness of Germany,
as a happy example of the Renaissance in Elsass.
Wimpheling and Brant were congenial to one
another; both have the same point of view. Brant
was less of a poet than a preacher in verse; he is
not a humanist in the strict sense, or a satirist who
aims at a laugh. His purpose is didactic, and his
object as serious as that of his school.
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Brant was born in 1457, o r thereabouts, the son
of the proprietor of a large inn in Strassburg. His
father, however, was clearly a man of more con-
sideration than his occupation suggests, for Sebas-
tian's grandfather had been a member of the grand
council for the Vintner's Company.
Young Brant was by nature grave and inclined
to melancholy; equable as a rule, but inclined on
occasion to violent outbursts of dislike. He was
the friend from boyhood of Peter Schott, and
probably received part of his education from
Johann Miiller, of Rastatt, who had been sent in
charge of Schott while he was a pupil at
Schlettstadt.
Brant matriculated at the university of Basel,
where he decided to devote himself to law, but to
allow himself at the same time sufficient leisure to
assist in the furthering of letters. His serious
views of life were strengthened by his meeting
Geiler of Kaisersberg; his love of letters was
stimulated no less by the arrival in Basel of the
great Reuchlin, and we note the strange mixture
of Catholic thought and mythological phraseology
in his early poems.
In due course Brant graduated as bachelor, and
then as doctor of law, and in 1492 became dean of
the faculty. Two years later he published his
famous work, the * Narrenschiff,' the satire in verse
which ran through many editions and was trans-
lated into several tongues, among the translations
being two English versions by Henry Watson and
Alexander Barclay respectively, both printed in
1509.
 at M
cM
aster U
niversity Library on July 27, 2015
http://library.oxfordjournals.org/
D
ow
nloaded from
 
372 THE EARLY HUMANISTS
Brant remained at Basel till 1500 when he was
appointed syndic of his native city and returned to
Strassburg. As we have seen, Wimpheling had
settled there about the same time, and the two
friends became the leaders of the literary move-
ment there. Not long afterwards appeared Wim-
pheling's rather unfortunate excursion into history,
published after being submitted to Brant's criticism,
the * Germania.' It was written with the patriotic
purpose of combatting the French leanings which
Wimpheling thought he detected in Strassburg,
by proving that Elsass had always been inhabited
by Germans, that Pepin and Charlemagne had
been Germans not Gauls, and that the empire
was essentially German, since no Gaul had been
emperor from the time of Julius Caesar. This
publication involved Wimpheling in a violent
controversy with Thomas Murrier, a Franciscan,
who was afterwards one of the leading opponents
of the Lutheran doctrines which took such a hold
over Elsass, a controversy in which Wimpheling
did not have the best of it, for if Murner's histor-
ical knowledge was not very much greater than
Wimpheling's, his pen possessed a satirical power
which made him a formidable adversary. The
episode brings out the contentious side of Wim-
pheling's character, for Murner had consulted him
before publishing his reply, written to vindicate
what he conceived to be the truth, and there was
no need for the acrimonious quarrel in which it
resulted, a quarrel into which Wimpheling's dis-
ciples, notably Thomas Wolf, rushed to defend
their master.
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The publication of the ' Germania' was but the
beginning of a series of controversies in which
Wimpheling was involved. The appearance of a
tract on the double purity of morals and faith
which is proper to priests led to an outcry among
the monks. Before publishing the book, Wim-
pheling had shown it to Jakob Locher, a Wiirtem-
bergcr who was professor of poetry at Freiburg,
where Wimpheling was staying at this time.
Strange to say, Wimpheling was shortly afterwards
embroiled with Locher himself, who having been
at one time much of a mind with the humanists
of Elsass, now showed himself much more akin to
the more daring spirits of the Renaissance. Having
been reproved for his pagan tendencies by a
respectable but rather old-fashioned professor of
theology at Ingolstadt, Locher made an outrageous
attack upon him, and one of Locher's followers
dragged in the names of Wimpheling and Wolf, who
certainly shared the theologian's views upon pagan
poets. The result was a battle of epigrams, actually
affixed to the notice-board of the College at Freiburg.
The warfare was continued by various partisans.
Locher, threatening Wimpheling with personal
violence, came across one of his disciples on his way
to Italy, to fetch some manuscripts of Pico for Wolf
to publish, and maltreated the unfortunate young
man. Others entered the fray, Brant excelling in
the violence of his abuse, and in time literary
Germany became divided over the question. More
than this: Locher was, as we have noted, a
Wiirtcmberger, and the ink-horns of Tubingen
were charged in defence of their compatriot, urged
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on by Locher, who called attention to the slighting
allusions to Suabians in general in some of Wim-
pheling's writings. But Wimpheling was not
ready to do battle with the whole race, and the
storm was appeased by his protestations of regard
for Suabians who do not place pagan poets on a
level with the Evangelists.
Another nation, however, had incurred Wim-
pheling's antipathy—the Swiss, who had broken
•oose from the Germanic Empire of which
Wimpheling hoped so much. Roused by various
events he attacked the Swiss with vigour, finding
fault even with their assumption of the name
Helvetia, which Wimpheling declared to belong
of old time to Elsass.
During this time the literary sodalitas was
flourishing in Strassburg, chief among the younger
men being Thomas Vogler (Aucuparius) and
Mathias Ringmann Philesius, noted as the editor
of the Ptolemy of 1507. Brant's high reputation
as a legal authority led to his being consulted by
the Emperor, and he was the correspondent of
many scholars, so that through him, as well as
through Wimpheling and Wolf, the literary men
of Strassburg were in touch with the humanist
movement in Germany. Brant, indeed, numbered
among his correspondents both German and Italian
scholars, as well as such men as Peutinger of Augs-
burg and Pirkheimer of Nuremberg, both collectors
of antiquities and works of art and permeated
with Italian ideas, with whom one might have
supposed that the seridus-minded Alsatians had
little in common. But one must not forget that
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if the Alsatians seem to be moralists more than
anything else, they were eager for the dissemina-
tion of learning properly conducted and fully alive
to the value of scholarship.
For three years Wimpheling was the guest at
Strassburg of the knight Martin Sturm, and spent
the summers at a castle in the country, where
Sturm entertained the Strassburg men of letters.
Very appropriately a Roman bas-relief was
unearthed during one of these visits, affording an
opportunity for speculation and learned disquisition.
The treasure-trove was generously presented by
the good knight to Wolf, who was probably the
most interested in the find.
This gives us a pleasant picture of the more
genial side of the sodalitas, for it was not always
given up to bickering and controversy. There
were festivities sometimes, when distinguished
literati from elsewhere were made welcome, and
on one of these occasions Erasmus himself was
entertained, when the great man was pleased to
say pretty things of Strassburg and its citizens. At
another time our friends were proud to receive
Giovanni Francesco Pico della Mirandola, the
guest of his friend Wolf, who gave a banquet in
honour of Pico and of Peutinger, who chanced to
be passing through the city.
Wimpheling never quite gave up his desire for
a life of retirement, and he sought a kind of
modified hermit's life by taking charge of a monas-
tery in the Black Forest, which he styles ' in
eremo'; but he was still active with his pen, and
his renewed attacks upon the mendicant orders
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naturally led to recrimination. Wimpheling's
irritability, aggravated by his sufferings from gout,
increased as the years went by.
One is surprised that he escaped being drawn
into the great battle which was now raging in
Germany—the Reuchlin affair. Wimpheling had
a high regard for Reuchlin, who in turn had
sought the advice of both Wimpheling and Brant.
But for some reason or other Wimpheling did not
join the fray. Perhaps he was dettrred by the fear
that the Reuchlin party was too much identified
with profane poets of the younger generation.
In 1513 Wimpheling was at Schlettstadt, and
was already beginning to feel the weight of years.
At Schlettstadt a small benefice was found for him,
and he remained there henceforth, save for a
sojourn * in eremo,' till his death, declining a
pressing invitation to Basel from his old friend,
the bishop. He was deterred by the gout and a
dread of the 'ferocity' of the people of Basel, whom
he had attacked so bitterly for their defection from
the Empire.
Wimpheling formed a literary sodalitas at
Schlettstadt after the model of the Strassburg
society, and had a position there of considerable
influence. But the old man's later years were
clouded by the apprehension that the younger men
were being drawn towards the paganism which he
had opposed so fiercely.
A greater change than anything Wimpheling
had foreseen was now at hand, nor was its signifi-
cance at first realised by him. The insistance by
the Diet of Augsburg on the grievances of Germany
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was approved by him. It seemed the realisation
of what he had been struggling for. A little later
he was troubled, but joined the meeting of the
sodalitas at Schlettstadt which did honour to the
names of Luther, Melandthon and Capito among
other promoters of letters.
Only when he saw what a great disruption was
threatened did Wimpheling draw back. The old
man found himself being deserted even in his own
circle at Schlettstadt, to which Bucer and Johann
Sapidus and others had formerly belonged. Wim-
pheling experienced the tragedy of the man who
has outlived his day. He wrote letters, but they
were ignored—the letters of a man once so revered.
This silence was harder than the anonymous railery
which Erasmus counselled him to bear with as a
part of the upheaval of the century.
In 1525 Wimpheling witnessed an attempt to
introduce the reformed doctrines at Schlettstadt
itself. Strassburg had already received them. The
old man was past any active participation in the
contest, and three years later he died, in his seventy-
ninth year. He had survived _nost of his contem-
poraries, Brant among them, and the literary life
of Elsass had entered upon a new phase.
I have dealt at greater length upon Wimpheling
than upon the other members of the circle, for he
was the foremost and the most typical. He stands
out as the accepted leader of the movement.
In spite of their obvious faults, one cannot but
feel some sympathy with these humanists of Elsass,
and some admiration for their achievements. Their
ideals were high; they were fervent and sincere in
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upholding their faith in its purity; they were
zealous for education and were lovers of letters and
the liberal arts; they were patriots, and Wimphc-
ling at least was inspired, as Dante before him, by
the hope of universal empire in the hands of an
emperor who should be a veritable instrument of
God.
Their bitterness, their intolerance, one might
add their lack, of humour, were the faults of their
time and of their cloth. Truly the scholar's gown
has enveloped more of malice and vindi&iveness
than the soldier's tunic; the pen has been more
steeped in venom than the sword.
The Empire of which Wimpheling hoped so
much has passed away, but of the awakening of
the consciousness of a German nationality Wim-
pheling was truly a forerunner; and the Empire
of to-day might well do honour to this patriotic
band of men, so essentially German in spirit and
outlook.
S. H. SCOTT.
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